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Square crab pots are 
typically used in Alaska 
and occassionally in 
Russia to harvest king 
and snow crab.
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Frozen, whole  
red king crab.
























































BOX 1  
CRAB SPECIES OF RUSSIA & COMMON NAMES 
King crab
Paralithodes camtschaticus (red king / Kamchatka / краб камчатский) 
Paralithodes platypus (blue king / краб синий)
Paralithodes brevipes (spiny brown king / краб колючий)
Lithodes aequispinus (golden king / brown king  / краб равношипый)
Snow crab
Chionoecetes opilio (opilio /queen /snow / краб-стригун опилио)
Chionoecetes bairdi (tanner / snow / bairdi / краб-стригун берди/бэрда)
Chionoecetes angulatus  (triangle tanner / краб-стригун ангулятус)
Chionoecetes japonicus (red snow / краб-стригун красный)
Other crab
Eriocheir sinensis (hairy mitten / Японский мохнаторукий краб)
Erimacrus isenbeckii (Japanese horsehair / краб волосатый четырехугольный)














11-yr avg. 16.9% 77.5%
*For 2013, Alaskan king crab TAC level used as a proxy for U.S. commercial landings due to 
lack of 2013 official catch data.
Data sources: NOAA (2014a, 2014b), Global Trade Atlas (2014)
TABLE 1  
PERCENT OF U.S. DOMESTIC MARKET SUPPLY 
OF FROZEN KING CRAB FROM U.S. (ALASKA) 
AND RUSSIA
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King crab legs and meat 
for sale in a Russian 
seafood market.
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USA Import from Russia
China Import from Russia
Japan Import from Russia
South Korea Import from Russia
Total Aggregate Russian Crab
Imports by USA, China, Japan &
South Korea
Total Aggregate Russian Crab
Exports to USA, China, Japan &
South Korea
Russian Official TAC
Russian Official Crab Catch
















































Data Sources: Russian Federal Fishery Agency–TAC (2014), Russian Federal Fishery Agency–Harvest Data (2014), Global Trade Atlas (2014)
BOX 2
THE U.S. LACEY ACT, FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION (FDA) REGULATIONS AND 
ILLEGAL CRAB
American companies and individuals that import illegally harvested seafood—knowingly or not—put themselves at risk of violating the 
United States Lacey Act (16  U.S.C. § 3371-3378). The Lacey Act also prohibits false labelling, such as improperly labelled packaging. The 
Act provides for criminal and civil penalties, which range from jail time to fines and forfeiture of seafood and vessels. In addition, products 
covered by the Lacey Act, including crab, that are taken in violation of a foreign government’s regulations are subject to forfeiture under 
the Lacey Act, 16 U.S.C. § 3374(a), on a strict liability basis. In a recent case, (United States v. 144,774 Pounds of Blue King Crab, 410 
F.3d 1131 [9th Cir. 2005]) an innocent owner defense was raised in the forfeiture proceedings. The court held that under the Civil Asset 
Forfeiture Reform Act, 18 U.S.C. § 983, the innocent owner defense cannot be asserted when the property to be forfeited is “contraband or 
other property that it is illegal to possess.”
U.S. FDA regulations require food products entering the U.S. to be accompanied by information on its last processing facility, which must also 
be registered in advance with the FDA. Failure to comply with each FDA requirement is grounds for forfeiture. Forfeiture is a clear risk to U.S. 
seafood companies and individual employees which “fail to exercise reasonable care” in complying with importation regulations, including 
product origin, product labelling, packing lists, accurate invoices and facility registration. These obligations firmly rest with the U.S. importer. 
A 2011 Lacey Act case involved Russian crab (United States v. 112 Metric Tons of Frozen King Crab, No. 11-334 [W.D. Wa.)] [filed Feb. 
24, 2011]) imported by a U.S. company, Harbor Seafood, Inc. The company attempted to import Russian blue king crab that had been 
harvested by vessels that did not possess enough crab quotas or were not permitted to harvest crab in Russia. The Russian crab was 
believed to be transshipped through South Korea before being imported into the United States.  As a result of violations of the Lacey Act 
and FDA regulatory requirements, Harbor Seafood, Inc. forfeited $2.75 million worth of crab in 2011, which it later bought back from the 
U.S. government at auction, essentially paying twice for the same crab. The case was settled in 2012. 
Assistant U.S. Attorney Francis Franze-Nakamura notes (2014), “This case sends a message to importers who are not exercising reasonable 
care that what happened to Harbor Seafood, Inc. could happen to you. You could be looking at the complete loss of your shipment.”
Sources: NOAA (2012), Seattle Times (2011b), Alexander (2014), U.S. Department of Justice (2005)















General Russian Crab Harvest 














RUSSIAN FEDERATION’S TOTAL ALLOWABLE CATCH (TAC) FOR CRAB, 2010-2014





















TOTAL 49,831 5,828 49,075 5,460 49,097 7,371 61,396 14,241 62,748 13,722
Total in Far East Basin 45,830 1,828 45,074 1,460 43,596 1,871 55,395 8,241 55,148 7,222
Total in Barents Sea 4,000 4,000 4,001 4,000 5,501 5,500 6,001 6,000 6,000 6,500
Percent of TAC 
that is in the Barents Sea 8.0% 68.6% 8.2% 73.3% 11.2% 74.6% 9.8% 42.1% 12.1% 47.4%
Data Source: Russian Federal Fishery Agency – TAC (2014)
FIGURE 2
MAP OF RUSSIAN FAR EAST FISHING SUB-ZONES
Map Source: http://www.dalryba.ru/ssd/map1.gif, amended and updated by WWF
Basin Codes:
273 -North Sea of Okhotsk
277 Ю/С -South / North Primorye
274 -West Kamchatka
398 -West Bering Sea
278 -East Sakhalinsk (Okhotsk)
275 -East Sakhalinsk (Sea of Japan)
272 -Kamchatka-Kurilsk
267 & 268 -North Kurilsk
270 & 271 -South Kurilsk
264 -Karagansk
265 -Petropavlovsk-Komandorovsk
298- Central Sea of Okhotsk 
 (officially part of Russia’s 
continental shelf as of March 2014



























































































273 -North Sea of Okhotsk
272 - Kamchatka-Kurilsk
398 - West Bering Sea
277 Ю - South Primorye
277 С - North Primorye 
267 & 268 - North Kurilsk
Other sub-zones
FIGURE 3
2014 KING CRAB TAC
By sub-zone Red, Blue, and Golden (3 spp.)
Total 2014 King Crab TAC = 24,698 mt
Data Source: Russian Federal Fishery Agency – TAC (2014)












































2014 SNOW CRAB TAC
By Subzone - Opilio, Bairdi, Triangle Tanner & Red Snow (4 spp.)
Total 2014 Snow Crab TAC = 36,619 mt
Data Source: Russian Federal Fishery Agency – TAC (2014)
Photo courtesy of Josh Thomas
Barents Sea (Atlantic)
273 - North Sea of Okhotsk
272 - Kamchatka-Kurilsk
398 - West Bering Sea
277 Ю - South Primorye
277 С - North Primorye 
Other sub-zones










Sorting of snow crab on deck 
a crab harvesting vessel.
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BOX 3
CRAB IN RUSSIA’S BARENTS SEA 
In the 1960s, Russia deliberately introduced red king crab as an alien species into the Barents Sea, bordering Norway in 
northwestern Russia. Red king crab stocks swelled as intended in the 1990s and 2000s, providing Russia with a new commercial 
fishery in 2004. As a commercial species, crab from the Barents Sea has provided only 10% of Russia’s crab on average. Yet, this 
consists mostly of red king crab; therefore, the Barents Sea is a substantial source of Russian-origin red king crab (see Table 2). 
As the Barents Sea commercial red king crab fishery ramped up in the 2000s, red king crab abundance in the RFE declined 
significantly. However, these did not balance each other out. Overall, Russia’s nationwide TAC for red king crab fell by 82% between 
2000 and 2010 (32,560 mt [71.8 million lbs.] in 2000 compared to 5,828 mt [12.8 million lbs.] in 2010). 
A second invasive crab species has recently become the target of a new fishery in the Barents Sea: snow crab. In 2011, for the 
first time in history, the Russian Federal Fishery Agency issued a snow crab (Chionoecetes opilio) TAC of 1 mt in the Barents Sea for 
research purposes. By 2014, Barents Sea snow crab was commercially harvested under an initial TAC of 1,100 mt (2.4 million lbs.). 
The Barents Sea now has two introduced crab species that have grown to levels high enough to allow for commercial harvesting.  
The conservation threat associated with invasive red king and snow crab in the Barents Sea is related to disturbing the native food 
web and ecosystem, and not related to unsustainable harvesting practices. Red king crab spread west from Russian waters and 
invaded Norway’s fjords. The crab are devouring benthic organisms including capelin and lumpfish eggs and commercially valuable 
scallops; eating cod from long line gear; tangling up gillnets; and potentially spreading a blood parasite to fish. Effects of the red king 
crab invasion and population explosion are more intense in the steep fjords of Norway than the more gently sloping Russian Barents 
Sea, but the reasons for that are not currently understood. Russian fisheries managers are intent on sustaining these invasive crab 
populations for long-term harvesting, while Norwegian fishery managers view the invasive crab with more caution since long-term 
impacts to native species, traditional fisheries and the marine ecosystem are largely unknown. 
Sources: Fisheries.no (n.d.), Institute of Marine Research (2013), Barents Observer (2014), Sundet (2014)
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%	  King	  Crab	  -­‐	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  and	  Golden	  (left	  axis) 23.73% 8.56% 99.58% 85.53% 33.11% 1.99% 54.92% 32.02% 100.00% 2.06% 0.33% 0.67% 48.02%
%	  Snow	  Crab	  -­‐	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  Triangle	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  &	  Red	  Snow	  (left	  axis)76.27% 86.71% 0.04% 14.47% 66.89% 93.83% 43.55% 55.09% 0.00% 95.64% 99.34% 99.33% 0.00%
%	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  Crab	  (left	  axis) 0.00% 4.73% 0.38% 0.00% 0.00% 4.18% 1.53% 12.89% 0.00% 2.30% 0.33% 0.00% 51.98%









































Fishing	  Harvest	  Zone	  	  -­‐	  numbers	  correspond	  to	  map	  in	  Figure	  2	  
%	  King	  Crab	  -­‐	  	  Red,	  Blue,	  and	  Golden	  (leO	  axis)	   %	  Snow	  Crab	  -­‐	  Opilio,	  Bairdi,	  Triangle	  Tanner	  &	  Red	  Snow	  (leO	  axis)	  
%	  Other	  Crab	  (leO	  axis)	   Total	  TAC	  for	  all	  crab	  species	  (metric	  tons)	  (right	  axis)	  
FIGURE 5
2014 RUSSIAN TAC BY FISHING SUB-ZONE AND BY PERCENT KING AND SNOW CRAB SPECIES
Data sources: Russian Federal Fishery Agency –TAC (2014), TINRO (2014, 105)
Fishing Harvest Zone numbers cor espond t  map in Figure 2.
ILLEGAL RUSSIAN CRAB: AN INVESTIGATION OF TRADE FLOW10
Russia’s Crab Trade and  
IUU Prevention Efforts
Photo courtesy of Josh Thomas











































Illegal crab is harvested by foreign-flagged vessels and some 
Russian-flagged vessels, yet it is unclear which set of vessels 
is the greater contributor to illegal harvest amounts. Russia 
has implemented laws and developed a National Action 
Plan to address IUU in an attempt to gain control over the 
criminal activity in Russian Far East waters.   
Emptying snow 
crab from a pot.
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BOX 4
RUSSIAN-FLAGGED VESSELS CITED FOR 
ILLEGAL CRAB HARVESTING
April 2014 – Sea of Okhotsk  A freezer trawler vessel, 
Kamchatka Salmon, chartered for scientific research by the 
government-run Kamchatka Research Institute of Fisheries 
and Oceanography (KamchatNIRO) was inspected and 
impounded in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatksy to await trial for 
illegal crab harvesting. The Russian-flagged and crewed 
vessel had 27 mt (59,525 lbs.) of blue king crab and 13.5 mt 
(29,762 lbs.) of additional crab products in unmarked boxes 
on board. Crab, vessel and fishing documents were seized. 
Both the captain of the vessel and KamchatNIRO were cited 
in violation of harvesting aquatic biological resources. If 
found guilty, KamchatNIRO faces administrative penalties 
and vessel confiscation.  Source: Fishkamchatka (2014a)
March 2014 – Barents Sea  Lovozero district court in the 
Murmansk Region, found the captain of the Russian-flagged 
vessel Angel guilty of overharvesting at least 1,344 individual 
red king crabs with a value, including damages, of 1,122,240 
rubles ($33,281) in the Barents Sea. The vessel’s captain is 
required to compensate the federal budget in full as well as 
pay an additional fine of 100,000 rubles ($2,965).   
Source: Regnum News (2014b)
January 2014 – Sea of Okhotsk  The Russian-flagged freezer 
trawler Andrey Smirnov was detained for possessing illegal 
crab. Border patrol inspectors found 4.1 mt (9,039 lbs.) of 
processed blue king crab on board the Andrey Smirnov. The 
captain of the vessel was cited in violation of harvesting 
aquatic biological resources and if found guilty would face 
administrative penalties as well as vessel confiscation. The 
Andrey Smirnov was seized previously by Russia’s federal 
authorities in October 2012 after border guards found 40 
mt (80,000 lbs.) of undocumented frozen cooked crab legs. 
Additionally, border guards determined that the vessel had 
disabled its positioning system for a few days, and thus 
authorities were unsure where the crab had been harvested. 
Source: Interfax Russia (2012), Primamedia (2014a)
BOX 5
FOREIGN-FLAGGED VESSELS POACHING 
CRAB IN RUSSIA’S FAR EAST 
September 2014 – A vessel flagged in the Republic of 
Togo named Katraps attempted to evade a Russian Border 
Patrol vessel. Katraps was unmarked, unresponsive to radio 
contact, failed to broadcast anti-collision signals and raced 
away from the Border Patrol. Upon inspection, Katraps 
contained fragments of crab, was equipped to transport 
live crab, yet had no documentation or permission to fish 
within the Russia’s EEZ. Katraps was crewed by 13 people 
– 11 Russians and 2 Ukrainians – and the ship owner was 
registered in Belize. The vessel was impounded in the port of 
Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky.  Source: Fishkamchatka (2014b)
May 2014 – In the Sea of Okhotsk, the Russian Border Guard 
detained the Belize-owned, Cambodian-flagged vessel Olkhon 
carrying crab, crab-harvesting gear, and a crew of 16 Russians 
and two Indonesians. Olkhon had no documents entitling 
them to harvest any other fish species in Russia’s EEZ, nor 
were authorities notified when the vessel entered Russian 
waters. The vessel was escorted to the port of Petropavlovsk-
Kamchatsky for trial for violating laws governing the 
production of living aquatic resources and protection of 
fisheries.  Source: Border Guard of Kamchatka Krai (2014) 
February 2014 – The fishing vessel Satsunan, sailing under 
the flag of Saint Kitts and Nevis, fled from a Russian Border 
Guard vessel and helicopter for over two hours, all the while 
the Russian and Ukrainian crewmembers dumped crab 
overboard in the Cape Mosolov area off Primorsky Krai. Once 
apprehended, 200 kg (441 lbs.) of opilio snow crab were 
found, the freezers were full of frozen herring crab bait, and 
the Satsunan captain was identified as a repeat offender of 
illegal fishing offenses. The Satsunan was escorted to the port 
of Nakhodka.  Source: Russian News (2014)
November 2013 – Russian Border Service division of the 
Federal Security Service (FSB) shot at and stopped the 
Cambodian-flagged vessel Iskander from fleeing Russia’s EEZ. 
The vessel’s crew were visibly throwing crab over the deck 
during the chase. The crew consisted of 14 Russian citizens 
and four Indonesian nationals. The vessel was also equipped 
for harvest and transport of crab and carried frozen herring, 
common crab bait. Source: RIA News (2013b)
October 2013 – The Russian Border Guard nabbed the 
Belize-flagged vessel Freedom for illegally harvesting, storing 
and transporting 10,501 live crabs (15 mt or 33,069 lbs.). The 
Russian captain pled guilty in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky city 
court, and was sentenced to two years in jail and was required 
to relinquish his captain’s license for four years. However, in 
January 2014, the Kamchatka prosecutor gave the Freedom’s 
captain total amnesty and released him from jail, citing the 
20th anniversary of the Russian Federation’s Constitution as 
the reason. The vessel owner, a company named “Benefit 
Limited,” was ordered to pay a fine of twice the value of the 
catch and the costs—a total of more than 12 million rubles 
($344,000)—and the vessel Freedom was seized by officials. 
Sources: Regnum News (2014a, 2014c), My Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy 
News (2014), KamInform (2014)
King crab shoulder and legs for sale in a Russian  
seafood market. © WWF-US / Heather Brandon
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2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2011 2012 2010 2013 2014 2015 
2007	  –	  Russian	  Federa-on	  bans	  
export	  of	  live	  crabs	  outside	  of	  
its	  EEZ	  for	  the	  Far	  East	  basin	  
December	  2008–	  Russian	  Law	  No.	  
250-­‐F3	  passes	  which	  requires	  vessels	  
ﬁshing	  within	  Russia’s	  EEZ	  to	  return	  to	  
a	  Russian	  port	  in	  order	  to	  have	  export	  
documenta-on	  ﬁlled	  out	  and	  checked	  
April	  2014–	  Russian-­‐
Japanese	  bilateral	  	  IUU	  
agreement	  comes	  into	  
eﬀect	  (signed	  
September	  2012)	  	  	  
2011	  –	  Russian	  Federa-on	  
liQs	  ban	  on	  transpor-ng	  
live	  crabs	  outside	  of	  its	  EEZ	  
December	  2013	  –	  Russian	  
Federa-on	  approves	  
‘Na-onal	  Ac-on	  Plan	  to	  
Prevent	  IUU	  Fishing’	  
May	  2013–Russia	  nego-ates	  with	  South	  
Korea	  to	  allow	  South	  Korea	  a	  higher	  
pollock	  quota	  for	  2014	  if	  South	  Korea	  
takes	  	  concrete	  measures	  to	  prevent	  
illegally	  harvested	  Russian	  crab	  from	  
entering	  Korean	  ports	  
December	  2009	  –Russia	  
and	  South	  Korea	  sign	  
bilateral	  IUU	  agreement	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BOX 6
AIS SIGNALS SHOW POSSIBLE ILLEGAL ACTIVITY BY BOTH FOREIGN AND RUSSIAN VESSELS
WWF’s Smart Fishing Initiative and Navama* examined the Automatic Identification System (AIS) signals for 32 vessels believed to have 
delivered crab to Hokkaido, Japan in early 2012. Twenty-five vessels were foreign-flagged, and of those 25 only six broadcast AIS. Failing 
to broadcast an AIS signal is not illegal, but some vessels could be attempting to intentionally avoid detection. Of those six foreign-flagged 
vessels with AIS turned on, two vessels showed a pattern that indicated harvesting in Russian waters, and three approached  the Russia-
Japan maritime border, which could indicate transshipment. 
WWF and Navama were not able to determine patterns for the other 19 vessels because the AIS signals were not broadcast. Seven of the 
32 vessels investigated by WWF and Navama were Russian-flagged vessels. All seven Russian-flagged vessels broadcast AIS signals. The AIS 
signals indicated that five out of the seven Russian-flagged vessels showed a pattern of possible harvesting in Russian waters. Additionally, 
patterns also showed direct transit of these vessels to ports in Japan without stopping in a Russian port first to register the catch, therefore 
potentially violating Russian law (if crab or other seafood harvested from Russian waters was off-loaded in Japan).  WWF and Navama were 
not able to ascertain the comparative volume of crab removals conducted by Russian-flagged illegal harvesters versus foreign-flagged 
illegal harvesters.  
In 2014, TINRO noted “the quantity of vessels flagged by a third country, which illegally fished for crab in Russian waters and then landed 
their product in Japan or South Korea, had considerably decreased as a result of the actions of the Federal Marine Inspection and Border 
Service” (TINRO 2014, 105). However, WWF was unable to find additional enforcement information with respect to foreign-flagged vessels 
that could support or dispute this claim.
*Navama is a Germany-based technology company dedicated to nature conservation. See http://navama.com 
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Partner Country Trade Information  





















































Russia’s main trade partners for 
crab—South Korea, Japan, United 
States and China—have each 
attempted to address the crab 
IUU problem in a unilateral or 
bilateral manner. The complexity 
of crab trade routes indicates that 
a multilateral effort would provide 
the most comprehensive approach 
for blocking illegal crab from 
entering the global market.    
Entrance to Avacha Bay, 
Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskii, Russia.







































(23% of S. Korea’s crab imports)
3,831 mt












2012 PRIMARY MARKETS FOR IMPORTS OF RUSSIAN LIVE AND FROZEN CRAB, LIVE WEIGHT 
EQUIVALENT METRIC TONS 
BOX 7
EXAMPLE OF ILLEGAL TRANSHIPMENT 
FROM RUSSIA TO SOUTH KOREA
 
April 2013 - Russian authorities in the Magadan city court 
imposed fines on joint-stock company ‘Hayryuzovsky RKZ-1’ 
for illegally transshipping more than 50 mt (110,231 lbs.) of 
blue king crab from Russian waters to South Korea. The king 
crab was harvested by vessel Solomon, then transferred to 
another vessel Dezhnyovo, a refrigerated seiner-trawler, where 
the crab was then processed, flash cooked, frozen and finally 
transferred to the refrigerated tramper vessel Buzanski, which 
delivered the crab to Busan, South Korea. The fines imposed 
on the Russian company exceeded 2.5 million rubles ($ 74,000), 
but federal authorities only received 700,000 rubles ($ 20,000).    
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USA Imports from Russia
Russia Exports to USA
South Korea Imports from Russia
Russia Exports to South Korea
USA Imports from South Korea
































KING CRAB SMUGGLING CHANNEL 
(RUSSIA TO JAPAN TO SOUTH KOREA)
BUSTED
November 2012 — In the port city of Busan, South Korean 
police suppressed a channel through which large quantities 
of Russian king crab were smuggled. South Korean authorities 
cited that they arrested criminals who controlled up to 90% 
of deliveries of Russian king crab to the South Korean market. 
The extensive police investigation involved three companies 
registered in Sierra Leone and one South Korean importer, 
with South Korean nationals as the heads of all of these 
companies. According to investigation documents, for the first 
seven months of 2012, the criminals imported more than 728 
mt (1,604,965 lbs.) of red king crab, which enabled the criminal 
channel to reap 23.3 billion won ($21 million). According to 
South Korean law, offenders face prison sentences of up to five 
years and fines up to 100 million won ($92,000). 
South Korean police determined that the crab had been 
illegally fished in Russian waters by foreign-flagged vessels 
that employed Russians on board, and then delivered the 
crab directly to Japan, where it was laundered with forged 
documents. The “legalized” crab was then officially imported by 
South Korea.  Source: Rossiskaya Gazeta (2012) 
FIGURE 7
RUSSIAN EXPORTS AND KOREAN AND U.S. IMPORTS OF RUSSIAN CRAB, 1999–2013 
Data source: Global Trade Atlas (2014)










































































Japan Imports from Russia
Russia Exports to Japan






































RUSSIAN EXPORTS AND JAPANESE IMPORTS OF RUSSIAN CRAB, 1999-2013
Data Source: Global Trade Atlas (2014)





































































































RED AND BLUE KING CRAB HARVEST, U.S. AND RUSSIA, 1970–1999
Source: Newell (2004, 53)




















A HIGH PROFILE INSTANCE OF ALLEGED ILLEGAL RUSSIAN CRAB IMPORTATION TO THE U.S.
U.S. citizen and Bellevue, Washington resident Arkadi Gontmakher emigrated from Ukraine and in 1999 founded a U.S.-based import 
business called “Global Fishing” that became one of the top importers of Russian crab in the early 2000s.  According to the Seattle 
Times, “in 2002, Gontmakher was involved in an extended legal battle over more than 144,000 lbs. [ 65 mt] of Russian crab, seized 
by National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) fishery agents in Blaine, because it allegedly had been caught and 
transported in violation of Russian law” (Seattle Times 2011a).  Nevertheless, Gontmakher’s company became the largest importer 
of Russian king crab into the U.S. and “sold $147 million in king crab to American consumers” in one year (Seattle Times 2011c).  In 
2006, Global Fishing’s imports of Russian king crab exceeded U.S. harvest of king crab in Alaska. 
The Seattle Times reported that Gontmakher became involved in another “high-profile criminal case that once reached from Moscow 
to Seattle, where the U.S. Attorney’s Office sought to gather evidence to help the Russian prosecution and in 2008 also launched its 
own grand-jury investigation of Gontmakher’s company.” (Seattle Times 2011a). 
In 2007, while on a business trip in Russia, Gontmakher was detained by authorities, incarcerated for more than three years, and 
charged with “conspiring with a Russian partner to import some 50 million pounds [22.7 thousand mt] of illegally caught crab, worth 
about $200 million, which was offloaded in South Korea and then shipped to the United States” (Seattle Times 2011a).  Gontmakher 
noted “I was buying all my crab from a seafood warehouse in South Korea—after the Russians caught it, pre-processed it and 
delivered it there, with proper customs declarations, acceptance certificates and other papers proving the origin and legality of the 
product. I didn’t have any crab fishing ships, I was only a wholesale buyer.” (CNN 2010). 
In December 2010, a 12-person jury in Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula unanimously acquitted Gontmakher. Less than one week 
later “he was charged with an almost identical set of criminal violations,” which, according to a Russian senior investigator, included 
“(laundering the profits from selling) crab products in 2006-2007 fished in Russia’s exclusive economic zone, without having proper 
permission.” (CNN 2010).
Gontmakher had health problems and due to this as well as petitions the Russian government received from U.S. Congressional 
officials, Russia agreed to release Gontmakher so that he could seek medical treatment in Moscow (Seattle Times 2011c). Upon 
release, he disregarded Russian orders to remain in Russia and escaped to the U.S. in mid-February 2011. The Seattle Times 
noted that while “the businessman maintained his innocence, Gontmakher also was secretly under criminal investigation by U.S. 
authorities, who sought to assist Russian prosecutors.” (2011c).  
For many Russians, Gontmakher remains in the public eye as he has subsequently sued Russian courts demanding financial compensation 
for the money he and his company lost as a result of his imprisonment in Russia. This issue remains sensitive in Russia, as the United States is 
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Photo courtesy of Josh Thomas
Trade Complexity
SECTION HIGHLIGHTS
Triangular trade, re-processing, and re-export are legal trade 
practices, yet can lead to supply chain murkiness and provide 
opportunity for mixing illegal and legal products or other 
seafood laundering mechanisms.
Triangular Trade  
– Crab Stop-off in Asian Ports  



















































Crab harvesting vessel on the 
rough and icy Bering Sea.






















































































PACIFIC RIM CRAB IMPORTS BY CHINA, SOUTH KOREA, JAPAN AND THE U.S. IN 2012
Data Source: Global Trade Atlas (2014)
ILLEGAL RUSSIAN CRAB: AN INVESTIGATION OF TRADE FLOW22
© WWF-US / Heather Brandon
Estimation of Crab IUU
SECTION HIGHLIGHTS
During the past decade, WWF estimates illegal crab harvest 
ranged from approximately 1.7 to 4 times the legal harvest 
limit. This is seen in the trade data, and WWF’s estimates 
are on par with other illegal crab harvest estimates. After 
analyzing trade data for king crab specifically, WWF estimates 
that U.S. and Japanese imports of Russian king crab were 
approximately double the legal Russian TAC in 2010-2012.

























































Frozen, whole red king 
crab at market.









































































RATIO OF AGGREGATE IMPORTS BY JAPAN, UNITED STATES, CHINA, AND SOUTH KOREA TO 
RUSSIA’S TAC (1) & HARVEST (2)
Data Sources: TINRO (2014; 2013; 2011), Russian Federal Fishery Agency –TAC (2014), Russian Federal Fishery Agency –Harvest Data (2014), Global Trade Atlas (2014)
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
Imports / TAC - WWF (1) 1.86 1.99 1.97 2.11 2.40 2.63 2.45 2.38 1.86 1.96 1.64 1.66 1.93 1.38
Imports /  Harvest - WWF (2) 2.07 2.46 2.63 3.21 4.01 4.26 4.35 3.83 3.10 3.27 2.14 1.97 2.15 1.69
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FIGURE 11
VARIOUS ESTIMATES OF DISCREPANCIES OF IMPORTS OF RUSSIAN CRAB VS. RUSSIAN TAC/
HARVEST, 2000-2013






































































(1): Imports / TAC
(2): Imports / Reported Harvest
*ICE estimate for red, blue, and golden
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TABLE 4
RUSSIA-JAPAN (TOP) AND RUSSIA-U.S. (BOTTOM) 
BILATERAL COMPARISON OF OFFICIAL IMPORT DATA 
COMPARED TO RUSSIAN TAC
Sources: Russian Federal Fishery Agency – TAC (2014), Russian Federal Fishery Agency – Harvest 
Data (2014), TINRO (2014), Global Trade Atlas (2014) 
2010 2011 2012
Live weight equivalent metric tons of Japan's Imports 
of Paralithodes spp. (3 species: red, blue and spiny 
brown) / Russian TAC for those 3 species
1.08 1.3 2.07
Live weight equivalent metric tons of USA's Imports 
of Paralithodes spp. (3 species: red, blue and golden) 
/ Russian TAC for those 3 species
1.15 1.02 0.88
Photo courtesy of Josh Thomas
Crab harvesting vessel 
on the Bering Sea.
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Photo courtesy of Josh Thomas
Conservation Impacts of 
Crab Overexploitation
SECTION HIGHLIGHTS
Crab in the Russian Far East is 
at risk of collapse due to the 
overharvest caused by illegal 
fishing. Recently, the red king 
crab fishery in West Kamchatka 
was closed for five years to allow 
for rebuilding. Continued illegal 
overharvest could result in the 
severe decline of crab stocks in 




























































Bering Sea crab boat. 




















































Detrimental Fishing Behavior 

































JAPANESE HORSEHAIR CRAB: AN EXTREME 
EXAMPLE 
While historically red king crab has been the most valuable 
crab species in Russian waters, there is high demand for many 
of Russia’s other crab species, and thus all crab species face 
pressures related to IUU fishing. Foreign imports of most 
of Russian crab species greatly exceed Russia’s own official 
TAC and production. For instance, Russia’s TAC for Japanese 
horsehair crab (Erimacrus isenbeckii) has recently been low at 
90-471 mt (198 thousand to 1 million lbs.), but the Japanese 
horsehair crab is in high demand in Japan and thus Japanese 
imports exceeded Russia’s official TAC by 24.8 times in 2010.  
Importantly, TINRO acknowledges that high rates of IUU fishing 
persists for all Russian crab species and is prompted by the 
high demand, and hence high market value, for Russian crab, 
particularly in Japan and the United States. Source: TINRO (2014)


































• Harvesters should join the Far East Crab Catchers 
Association to bolster support and lobby for reform.
• The Far East Crab Catchers Association should 
attempt to become MSC certified.
FOR U.S. AND JAPANESE IMPORTERS/BROKERS/
BUYERS OF RUSSIAN CRAB 








Photo courtesy of Josh Thomas
A full crab pot being pulled up 
from the bottom of the sea to a 
crab boat for harvest.
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landing/export)	from	their	suppliers	but	also	conduct	site	visits	
with	their	suppliers.	






FOR BOTH U.S. AND JAPANESE BUYERS
• Require the correct documentation, including 
catch certification.
• Support the establishment of transparent trace-
ability systems for all seafood, including crab.
• Support MSC certification of crab harvesters.












• Improve quota and landings documentation and 
make the information available to the public for 
verification. 
• Require all legal crab vessels to regularly broad-
cast a signal that can be monitored by satellite, and 
monitor signals as an enforcement mechanism. 
• Seek improved partnerships between agencies to 
implement Russia’s national plan of action to com-
bat IUU fishing.
• Introduce a new law that makes it an offense for 
Russian nationals (citizens and companies) to be 
involved in IUU activities, regardless of the flag 
state of the fishing vessel or support vessel involved. 
























• Presidential Task Force on IUU Fishing and 
Seafood Fraud recommends, and President Obama 
adopts, a comprehensive system based on concepts 
of proof of legality, traceability, and verification 
to ensure that all seafood sold in the United States 
is fully traceable to verifiably legal sources.  Task 
Force agencies then promulgate regulations to 
meet system objectives.










• Establish an IUU initiative between Russia, South 
Korea, Japan and United States specifically to 
address IUU crab as an immediate short-term 
measure and adopt harmonized regulations as a 
longer-term goal. 
• Require seafood imports, including crab, to show 
verifiable evidence of legality, supported by digital 
tracking and/or recordkeeping. 

























• Improve Harmonization System (HS) Codes for all 
North Pacific crab as well as for other fish and sea-
food species that indicate large trade discrepancies 
between trade partners and are also suspected IUU 
fisheries.
• Share trade data (imports, exports, forecasts,  
and TACs).
• Share enforcement intelligence in real time, 
including vessel movements.
• Harmonize more than the trade codes between 
countries: harmonize appropriate laws, vessel 
markings, recording of vessel movements, etc. 




• Buy and eat only legal crab, and ask for verification 
of legality.
• Lobby your government to require that country of 
catch information on all seafood (processed and 
fresh), including crab, be available to consumers.
© WWF-US / Heather Brandon
Red king crab.
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  By	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Crabs,	  Live,	  Fresh,	  Chilled,	  Dried,	  Salted	  Or	  In	  Brine,
	  Or	  Cooked	  By	  Steaming	  Or	  Boiling	  In	  Water,	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